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The London Coffee Bar ‘Problem’ of the 1950s –
an Eclectic Design Challenge to the Universalism
of Modernism.

Objectives of the Research

Matthew Partington

This paper will reassess the importance of the interior design of London coffee bars
in the context of published accounts of British design of the 1950s, both historical
and contemporary.

University of the West of England
V&A Museum

Approach/Method Used
To compare the way design and architecture journals of the 1950s, such as
‘Architectural Review’, ‘Architecture and Building’ and ‘Architectural Design’, wrote
about coffee bar designs with the way they were covered by popular magazines
such as ‘Picture Post’ and ‘Man About Town’ and in articles such as Toni del Renzio’s
1957, ‘Shoes, Hair and Coffee’, in the Royal College of Art magazine, Ark, (in which
he described the coffee bars as ‘genuine popular modern architecture’).
The central methodological tool used in this paper is oral history interviews with
people who worked on the coffee bar designs of the period. By using first hand
accounts alongside articles from the popular press, this paper will reveal how the
articles in the academic journals of the period had a tendency to dismiss the coffee
bars as a ‘flash in the pan’ in design terms. This was because the coffee bars mixed
modern design elements such as formica, Conran chairs and diabolo lighting with
eclectic and eccentric design touches such as live animals in cages, bamboo
screens, pot plants and Mediterranean inspired multi-coloured wallpapers.
An Indication of the Nature of the Main Findings
The popularity of these coffee bars with the general public, and their often humorous
elements, meant that journal writers could not adopt their customary Modernist
framework for discussing their design. Because the bars were so at odds with the
establishment’s ideas of what constituted good design, the journal writers often
reflected the humorous elements of the bars by writing about them in a jokey, often
mocking tone. As a result this has led to them being dismissed as a populist
anomaly in British design history rather than as a genuine contribution to
contemporary design.
The importance of this paper in relation to current design research is that it offers an
early example of how British Modernist design sensibilities were challenged by a
populist, proto-postmodern design aesthetic. It will also offer an example of how a
rigid framework for assessing design trends can affect the way design history is
written, in favour of establishment concepts of what is good design rather than taking
account of what is popular with the consumer. Furthermore, by using first hand
accounts of the bars, this paper shows how a design trend such as the Fifties coffee
bar cannot be comprehensively reassessed without an understanding of the people
who designed them and their reception by the popular as well as academic press
of the period.
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The London Coffee Bar ‘Problem’ of the 1950’s – an eclectic design
challenge to the universalism of Modernism.
In his 1957 article, ‘Shoes, Hair and Coffee’1, Toni del Renzio identified London
coffee bars2 as one of the places where, ‘a real and genuine popular modern
architecture is being created, as outstanding and as anonymous as the gipsy
baroque of the fairground used to be. It is in undeniable opposition to the
timid, dull and understated pretentiousness that does duty for modern
English architecture.'3 This paper will compare this description of a ‘genuine
popular modern architecture’ with other articles about coffee bars in the
design and architecture journals of the mid nineteen fifties4.
The journal articles of the period will be outlined alongside the reevaluation
of European Modernism undertaken by the ‘Independent Group’ in the mid
1950’s, (Del Renzio was a member). Whilst the journal articles and Del
Renzio both agree that the coffee bars were popular, for the journals their
popularity was a cause for concern and for Del Renzio it was a reason for
praise. This paper will show that these two viewpoints are an over
simplification of what was a complex period of change during which design
sensibilities and consumer culture fragmented and the universalism of
modernism was beginning to be questioned.
Modernist framework
Before beginning to discuss the various written accounts of the coffee bars I
will clarify what I mean by the ‘Modernist framework’ of the journals, (from
which I will quote examples). The journals, ‘Architecture and Building’, ‘The
Architect and Builder‘, ‘Architectural Review’, ‘Design’, and ‘Architectural
Design’ were aimed primarily at a readership of architects and designers and
the articles within were written primarily by architects, designers and other
members of the design establishment. As a result, their approach was often
predicated on sympathy for the Modern movement: the established architectural
code of the period.
1

‘Architectural Review’ was edited from 1937 until 1972 by James Richards, a
central figure of the Modern Movement and a member of the Modern
Architecture Research Group (MARS), which aimed to promote the international
modern movement within Britain. In his autobiography of 1980, Richards wrote,
‘I must not give the impression that the pages of The Architectural Review were
devoted wholly and uncritically to promoting the Modern Movement and
illustrating the buildings that followed its precepts… [but] that was probably the
magazine's most significant role at this period in history’5. The Modernist
principles of the British design establishment promoted design responsibility,
seriousness, utilitarianism, formalism and universalism. The modish and
eclectic nature of the coffee bar’s diverse designs therefore sat uneasily within
the Modernist framework of the journal articles from which I will quote.6
The Independent Group
The Independent Group was a loose affiliation of artists, designers and
writers with a Modernist ethos which embraced mass consumption and
popular culture whilst looking towards America7, rather than Europe, as the
home of the avant-garde8. Del Renzio’s appreciation of the coffee bars was
an expression of the Independent Group’s ‘reworking of modernism..revision
of the role of the consumer [and] re-evaluation of the high/low culture divide
and re-evaluation of consumption’.9 To Del Renzio the coffee bar was a
designed social space where the desires and tastes of the consumer were
taken seriously10 and perhaps most importantly, they were spaces largely
free of ‘officially sanctioned’ design as few architects or designers had made
a success of designing them.
The design and architectural historian Reyner Banham convened the first
session of the Independent Group in 1952, which questioned the contribution
of Le Corbusier to Modernism because of his failure to deal with
consumerism. At a time when the academic journals dealing with design and
architecture were firmly allied to European Modernism, the Independent
Group’s espousal of an American version of Modernism signaled a
2

significant questioning of the status quo. The Group’s second session in
1955 looked at American mass culture and analysed advertising, movies,
and fashion: arguing that popular culture was as worthy of study as art and
architecture.
To establishment figures such as Herbert Read, writing in his 1956 revised
version of ‘Art and Industry’, the idea of giving serious academic attention to
popular culture was unthinkable. He railed against the critics, (the
Independent Group in particular), who
‘…accept the taste of the masses as the expression of a new
aesthetic, an art of the people. The supermarket and the bargain
basement replace the museums and art galleries as repositories of
taste, and any ideals of beauty or truth, refinement or restraint, are
dismissed, in the language of the tribe, as “square”.’11
Read goes on to describe the ‘critics’ as rationalizing ‘the blind instincts of
the mob’.12 Read’s imperious tone echoes Nikolaus Pevsner’s 1955
contribution to ‘Design in British Industry’, in which he denounces American
car designs as showy reflections of the American people, as ‘extremely unBritish, indeed un-European’13 and concluding that ‘to be gross and
flamboyant has never been typical of British art and design’.14 Pevsner was
responding to Reyner Banham’s writing on American automobile design and
was echoing a strongly held feeling amongst Modernists that popular culture
was not worthy of serious analysis. To Stephen Hayward, writing in 1998,
the idea that design could be ‘valid at a given time for a given purpose’,
(rather than the Modernist credo of permanent, universal values), would have
‘questioned the very existence of a national Council of Industrial Design’.15
The implication is that to write about automobile (or coffee bar) designs
seriously, was to allow the discipline of design to fragment. In fact the coffee
bars were so diverse in terms of their designs and clientele that they were an
example of this fragmentation in action.
3

Humour & the Architectural Review
What the articles in the journals of the period show is that the writers
struggled to clearly define the coffee bars or understand what helped make
them so popular – their diversity. Whilst teenage juke box style bars;
architect designed bars; bistro style bars and outlandish bars designed by
amateurs were all to be found in large numbers, the journals concentrate on
a small group of bars, mostly designed by architects and other professional
designers. In December 1955 a review in ‘Architectural Design’ of new
restaurant interiors included the ‘Piazza Coffee Bar’ designed by John and
Sylvia Reid16. In the same month’s issue of ‘The Architect and Building News’,
six pages are given over to discussion of the Reid’s’ ‘Piazza Coffee Bar’17. As
established architects John and Sylvia Reid produced a clean-lined modern
interior that could be written about in terms of its layout, the flooring, the use of
modern light fittings and large plate glass windows. Other interiors of the
bamboo and tropical bird variety were less easy to discuss in design terms as
their points of reference were at such odds with accepted architectural
terminology.
Paul Shepherd, manager of the ‘Fantasie’ Coffee Bar in the King’s Road in
Chelsea during the late 1950’s, recalled how the ‘Fantasie’ was opposite ‘La
Tortuga’18 coffee bar and up the road from ‘Roy’s Bar’19. All three catered to
very different audiences – the Fantasie was quiet and understated and was
popular with writers and students, Roy’s bar was lavishly decorated and had
a louder, livelier clientele and La Tortuga was popular for its food. Coffee
bars were offering diverse experiences to a diverse market whilst the
journals tried hard to group all of the bars together as a distinct design
phenomenon to be discussed and judged against their own criteria for
assessing design.
On the contents page of the September 1955 issue of Architectural Review two
articles relating to coffee bars are prefaced as follows:
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‘Espresso by Marghanita Laski and Stephen Gardiner. One of the
phenomena of the ‘Fifties in London has been the sudden appearance of
the Espresso bar, with its Italian coffee machine, its spectacular décor,
its contemporary furniture and its ability to fill a small gap in English
social life – the gap between the teashop and the pub. In their respective
contributions on the Coffee bar problem…’20
The language is grudging in describing the coffee bar’s ability to ‘fill a small gap
in English social life’ but it is in the use of the phrase, ‘coffee bar problem’, that
the journal’s unease about this new phenomenon is most apparent. It was
considered a ‘problem’ because the architecture did not always conform to the
establishment’s view of what was ‘proper’. If all coffee bars had been of the
‘Piazza’ variety then there wouldn’t have been a ‘coffee bar problem’ but in
reality each bar was unique as it sought to stand out in a market place that by
the late 1950’s numbered hundreds of bars in Central London alone all vying to
stand out and attract customers.
The perception of a coffee bar problem may be due to the fact that architectural
modes and messages were being mixed – Rörstrand cutlery and Conran chairs
were placed alongside bamboo ceiling screens, live toucans in cages and coffin
lid table-tops. Coffee bar designs were eclectic in terms of the places and
themes upon which they were based and a common factor in many of them was
their humour, an aspect that was largely absent from public architecture in the
immediate post-war years. This light-heartedness was certainly a factor in
attracting a young clientele but it also indicates one of the reasons why the
journal writers found it hard to take them seriously in an architectural sense.
What the coffee bars came to represent was not a British ‘take’ on Modernism
in design but an example of popular modernity. Coffee bars were modern
without being Modernist.
Marghanita Laski’s21 article is informal and irreverent. It is aimed at the wellread ‘Architectural Review’ reader who will pick up all of the intellectual and
5

popular culture references and will admire her humorous prose and dismissal
of the coffee bars as ‘better-looking, later opening, coffee-drinking teashops’.22
Whilst avoiding a Modernist framework for her discussion of the bars, (she
doesn’t criticise their design as much as their ubiquity), Laski’s witty critique
does reflect the apparent inability of the design journals to engage with the
‘coffee bar phenomenon’ in a serious way.
Laski’s humorous approach cannot be understated. Hers is surely the first, and
possibly the only article ever to appear in ‘Architectural Review’ to use the word
dildo:
‘At this moment, you could still make a moderately funny cartoon of the
lady who went to El Dildo and asked for a cup of tea; but already at least
one has scribbled ‘Tea: 6d’ at the bottom of its neatly typed menu.
Already there is a coffee-bar in Cricklewood; already there is a coffee-bar
called Lindy Lou’s parlour.’23
The implication is that a coffee bar existing in Cricklewood makes the coffee bar
phenomenon less valid. The increasing number and geographical range of the
coffee bars was for Laski a sign of their triviality and she voices her concerns by
the use of jokey and at times scornful prose. She understood that what made
the bars so popular was in no small way their humour and lack of pretension,
but her humorous writing style is an expression of distaste for the bars rather
than an attempt to reflect back the humour of the designs.
Whilst Paul Reilly, writing in Architecture and Building in March 1955, does
not favour the same jokey approach, he does identify the coffee bar as
somehow frivolous. In his conclusion he argues that modern interior design
needs the coffee bar phenomenon to clear the decks for ‘more responsible
designs in more serious contexts’.24 By implication the designers of the
coffee bars were somehow irresponsible and not to be taken seriously. They
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were written about as a phenomenon that would act as a stepping stone to a
more serious architectural discourse.
Stephen Gardiner25, writing in September 1955, is alone amongst the journal
writers in trying to understand why the coffee bars were so successful and in
so doing he echoes Del Renzio’s comments. Explaining why the ‘modern
architect’ fails in his attempts to design a good coffee bar, Gardiner argues
that he produces a ‘simple, plain, functional’ space and it fails ‘because it is
essentially humourless’.26 In an interview conducted in 1994, William
Newland, a ceramic artist who designed and made ceramics for the interiors
of several early coffee bars, explained what his work was about: ‘coffee bar
design, of course one of the first essentials was it had to be attractive, it had to
be jolly, for want of a better word, gay.’27 Gardiner echoes Newland’s intentions
when he identifies the purpose of the coffee bar as being ‘to attract, amuse,
surprise and ingratiate itself with the customer’.28 What Gardiner recognized
was that the needs of the customer were being addressed by architects such as
John and Sylvia Reid, but not always their desires. What made a coffee bar
‘attract, amuse, surprise and ingratiate itself with the customer’ was its
difference from other coffee bars, not its adherence to an architectural order.
Conclusion
The fact that so little has been written about the coffee bars is in no short
measure due to the eclectic nature of their designs. They were untidy in their
mixing of architectural modes but they were undeniably popular with a large
cross section of London society,29 and their diversity reflected the fragmentation
of ‘popular culture’ in to ‘subcultures’. Whilst the journal writers were correct in
assuming the bars would not be long lasting, the bars certainly anticipate many
‘postmodern’ developments with which we are now familiar and as a result the
collective memory of the London coffee bar has been significantly more
enduring than many of the critics anticipated.
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In 1963 Harry Hopkins described the décor of the coffee bar as the ‘boldest
expression yet of the new "democratic" eclecticism’, which was indicative of the
new ‘international culture’ which snatched ‘from the surface of scores of cultures
in order to feed its appetite for novelty and change.’30 The diversity of the
coffee bar was indicative of a consumer culture that was fragmenting in to
subcultures and diverse markets. The ‘Architectural Review’s’ use of the term
‘coffee bar problem’ summed up the whole issue. The coffee bars were
becoming hugely popular and could therefore not be ignored. Furthermore, as
a number of the best known bars31 were designed by amateurs and a significant
number did not even begin to adhere to the journal’s Modernist principles,
writing about them was bound to be a ‘problem’.
Coffee bars were never going to be easy to write about in an academic way.
Some were expensively fitted out and designed by architects, some were done
‘on the cheap’ and designed by amateurs whilst others were little more than
rooms with juke boxes and a coffee machine where teenagers could dance and
talk. Most of the bars were a mixture of all these things. No two bars were the
same and despite the repetition of the phrase ‘coffee bar phenomenon’, the only
factors that linked them all was that they served coffee, stayed open late and in
design terms were consciously different to what had previously existed on
London’s streets. The journal writers sought to make sense of the coffee bar by
illustrating the ones that they could discuss in their own terms, such as the
‘Piazza’, and puzzling over the ones that whilst successful, went against
everything they considered ‘good’ architectural taste.
Whilst I haven’t had time to explore all of the issues in this short paper, my
research certainly points to more substantial matters to do with design and
postmodernism, not least in the coffee bars signaling of the emergence of
diversity in design and consequent challenge to the universalism of
Modernism by writers, critics and designers.
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Footnotes
1

Del Renzio, Toni. ‘Shoes, hair and coffee’, Ark, 20, (Autumn 1957), pp.27-30. ‘Ark’ was the
Royal College of Art’s influential student magazine, published three times a year and distributed
around the world.
2

For the purposes of this article by coffee bars I mean bars opened in central London between
1953 and 1957.
3

Del Renzio, 1957, p.28. Del Renzio was using two words together which need clarification
because of their multivalent meanings – popular and modern. He is using ‘popular’ to mean
that the coffee bar designs were popular with the customers and ‘modern’ to mean they
were new and not reliant on past interior design models.

4

Such as Architecture and Building, Architectural Review, Architectural Design and the Journal
of the Society of Industrial Designers.

5

Richards, Sir James M. ‘Memoirs of an unjust fella’, London, 1980. Reference found at
http://www.moda.mdx.ac.uk/jmr/ the web-site of the Museum of Domestic Architecture.
6

‘Ark’ magazine on the other hand was published by RCA students and frequently question the
established artistic and cultural status quo of the period.

7

Del Renzio begins his article with a discussion of American automobile design and whilst
he doesn’t claim a direct link to coffee bar design he does use an illustration of the Las
Vegas, one of the only fifties bars with overtly American inspired décor.
8

On face value it appears difficult to reconcile Modernism embracing popular culture and
consumerism. However, the Independent Group’s approach was to question the high/low
culture divide, thus defining their own version of Modernism.
9

Massey, Anne. The independent group – modernism and mass culture in Britain, 1945-1959.
Manchester University Press, 1995, p.128.
10

In many bars teenagers made up the bulk of the clientele at a time when the teenager
was emerging as a major new consumer of material goods and leisure, (see Abrams, Mark.
The teenage consumer, 1959).

11

Read, Herbert. Art and Industry, 1956, p.17.

12

Read, 1956, p.17.

13

Pevsner, N. in Farr, M. Design in British Industry, 1955, p.317.

14

Pevsner, 1955, p.318.

15

Hayward, Stephen. ‘Good design is largely a matter of common sense’, Journal of Design
History, Vol.11 No.3, 1998, p.230.
16

Architectural Design. ‘Three Restaurants’, Architectural Design, Vol. XXV, December 1955,
pp.388-391.

17

Architect and Building News. ‘A coffee bar in Marylebone High Street, “The Piazza”
designed by Sylvia and John Reid’ and ‘Infiltration’, Architect and Building News,
1
December 1955, pp.706-713.
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18

La Tortuga means tortoise in Spanish. It was laughingly referred to by regulars as ‘Sa
Tortuga’ as the extremely elaborate lettering on the outside made the ‘L’ appear to be an ‘S’.
19

Interview conducted by Matthew Partington with Paul Shepherd, 10.03.2004, Great
Missenden, Bucks.
20

Architectural Review, September 1955, Vol.118, no.705, p1.

21

Marghanita Laski was born in 1915 to a family of prominent Jewish intellectuals in
Manchester; Harold Laski, the socialist thinker, was her uncle. After working in fashion she read
English at Oxford, married John Howard, a publisher, in Paris, and worked in journalism. She
began writing once her son and daughter were born: among her six novels were LITTLE BOY
LOST, THE VILLAGE and THE VICTORIAN CHAISE-LONGUE. A well-known critic, she wrote
books on Jane Austen and George Eliot.
22

Architectural Review, September 1955, pp.165-173.

23

Architectural Review, September 1955, p.166

24

Reilly, 1955, p.93.

25

Gardiner was a young architect in the 1950’s whose interest lay in the modernist architecture
of Le Corbusier.
26

Gardiner in Architectural Review, September 1955, p.168.

27

NEVAC, AC 118 side 1.

28

Gardiner, 1955, p.167.

29

In a Pathé newsreel of 1955, featuring the El Cubano coffee bar, the narrator refers to how,
‘places like this have become a regular rendevous for people of every walk of life’.

30

Hopkins, 1963, p.460.

31

Not least the self-proclaimed ‘most famous coffee bar in Europe’ the El Cubano in
Knightsbridge, designed by the amateur Douglas Fisher.
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